
THE VARIOUS ATTITUDES OF SCHOLARS AND 
PEOPLE TOWARD THE BIBLE. 

By REv. PHILIP STAFFORD MOXOM, D.D., 
Springfield, Mass. 

THE Bible is the most important book, or collection of books, 
in the world, and has exerted, and still exerts, a greater moral 
influence on mankind than any other. The sacred books of 
China and India are older than a considerable part at least, if 
not the whole, of the biblical writings, and they represent con- 
stituencies numerically larger than do the latter; but the Bible 
has influenced the more progressive and virile races, and, through 
these, is powerfully affecting the character and fortunes of man- 
kind. The author of "Locksley Hall" exclaimed: 

Better fifty years of Europe than a cycle of Cathay. 
A book which shapes the ideals and even partially directs the 
conduct of the English-speaking race alone is more significant 
than all the sacred books of China and India and the Moslem 

empire combined. 
It also is true that the Bible is attracting more attention 

today than ever before. It is studied by more people; it com- 
mands a more absorbed interest; and its influence on life is 
more direct and powerful. Within the last fifty years, and 

especially within the last twenty-five, the critical study of the 
Bible has enormously increased. To many anxious lovers of the 
sacred book this has seemed to threaten the disintegration of 
their treasure and the destruction of its unique character as a 
divine revelation. To some extent critical study has disinte- 

grated the Bible, as it has come down to us; it has destroyed in 

many minds a superstitious veneration for the letter. But, on the 
other hand, it has brought out into clearer light the continuity 
and the essential moral integrity of the divine revelation which 
the book, or rather the literature, and the history which it 
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records, have mediated to the world. The formal and artificial 

integrity of the Bible is shattered; its spiritual integrity is at 
once disclosed and established. The time is not far distant 
when men will look back upon the ninteenth century with grate- 
ful appreciation of what it accomplished for the Bible and for 

Christendom, as we now look back on the sixteenth century with 
admiration of what it accomplished for mankind in substituting 
the Copernican for the Ptolemaic astronomy. 

I wish to indicate, in order, the various attitudes toward the 
Bible which have been more or less consciously assumed by the 

scholarly, or scientific, mind. There is, first, the skeptical atti- 
tude. It is the attitude of those who have adopted the really 
unscientific course of determining beforehand what they will 
not believe. That is, they have adopted a certain principle of 
exclusion as to facts, or an explanation of facts, which may be 
inaccordant with their philosophy. For example, a scholar 

begins the investigation of the Bible with the assumption that 

everything which is commonly regarded as supernatural, or 

miraculous, is incredible. It is undoubtedly true that the idea 
of the supernatural which long prevailed in Christian minds 
has undergone great modification in recent times, and is bound 
to change still more as our knowledge of the world and life 

increases; but the assumption which I have noted is both 

unnecessary and unscientific, and, so far, disqualifies one for a 

perfectly candid and dispassionate study of the Bible. 
But those who assume this attitude are much less numerous 

than has been supposed by susceptible and excited theological 
zealots. Most of those who today are engaged in the critical 

study of the Bible are earnest and honest seekers after truth, 
whose patient and self-sacrificing labors are making rich contri- 

butions to the stock of human knowledge. 
There is, second, the traditional attitude. This is the attitude 

of those who make the preliminary assumption that whatever 
critical finding contradicts their theological beliefs must be false. 
This attitude is quite as unscientific as the former, and, however 
devout the spirit of the scholar who takes it may be, his labors 
can aid little in the discovery of truth and the advancement of 
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sound knowledge. For example, if a man sets out with the 

assumption that Moses was the author of the Pentateuch, and 
that the elaborate sacerdotal and sacrificial system of Leviticus 
was set up by him under divine direction in the wilderness of 

wandering, and that this system was an explicit prefiguration of 
the method of salvation through Christ, he is quite as unscientific 
and quite as thoroughly disqualified for arriving at truth as the 
scholar who assumes the inherent incredibility of the supernatural. 

There is, third, the critical attitude of the dispassionate 
scientific scholar, who approaches the study of the Bible with a 

supreme regard for truth and a mind open to facts from every 
quarter. He studies the Bible as the biologist studies living 
forms or the geologist studies the strata of the earth. He freely 
uses hypothesis as an instrument for the discovery of truth, but 
his method is rigidly experimental and inductive. He labors, 
not to establish a thesis, but to find out what are fact and truth. 
It is only from such scholars that we can hope to gain valid and 

permanent additions to our knowledge of the sacred Scriptures. 
To this class belong, I believe, the great majority of those 

scholars who in all parts of Christendom are today giving their 
lives to biblical study. 

What, now, are the various attitudes toward the Bible of 

people who are not scholars, but who by virtue of their Christian 

profession necessarily assume some sort of relation to it ? 
In the first place, there are many who are simply indifferent. 

They are essentially ignorant of the Bible, save as to its most 

superficial aspects. They recognize it as in some sense the basis 
of their faith and the source of religious authority, and, as such, 
pay it a certain formal reverence. But they do not study it. 

They are unwilling to give their minds to any serious and strenu- 
ous labor in order to know its character and teachings, and they 
shrink from the practical amendment of their lives which they 
suspect it demands. 

To such the Bible is of no use, theoretical or practical, though 
through their vague general ideas of its divine authority it min- 
isters somewhat to their superstitions. This attitude is repre- 
hensible and inexcusable in an avowed Christian, yet it is the 

This content downloaded from 138.073.001.036 on July 31, 2016 11:11:34 AM
All use subject to University of Chicago Press Terms and Conditions (http://www.journals.uchicago.edu/t-and-c).



344 THE BIBLICAL WORLD 

real attitude of an astonishingly large number of persons in 
almost every community. 

There is the attitude, next, of those who, while indifferent to 
the contents of the Bible, are not indifferent to the book itself. 

They regard it much as the savage does his fetish. It is 
to them a source of mysterious power and authority, and an 

object of superstitious veneration. They worship it, but it is 
to them, for the most part, an " unknown God." They give it 
the supreme place in their homes, but never domesticate its 
instructions in their hearts. They are partisans of the book, as 
a sort of ark of the Lord which must not be touched by profane 
hands, and they shrink with suspicion, if not with horror, from 

anyone who approaches it in the spirit of critical inquiry. To 
them a sentence from the Bible has a sanctity and authority 
entirely apart from its connection or its proper meaning. 

There are others who, though they do not really study the 

Bible, do read it intermittently with a certain conscientiousness, 
and do derive a certain moral benefit from it. Their reading is 
confined to the New Testament and to particular sections of the 
Old Testament. Taught to consider the Scriptures as one book 
with a unity of meaning and authority, they are perplexed by 
elements that contradict their reason or affront their moral 

sense; yet they shrink from the exercise of discrimination and 

judgment, as from a questionable meddling with holy things. 
As a result they fail to develop a healthy intellectual interest in 
the book, and therefore never come into vital contact with its 
richest stores of beauty and truth. Avowedly holding to a con- 
ventional theory of the divine inspiration and infallibility of the 

Bible, they yet confess in moments of confidential frankness 
that it does not interest them, and they read it at all only because 

they feel that it is their duty to read it. Very many young 
people belong to this class. As they grow older the exigencies 
of experience bring them into a new understanding and apprecia- 
tion of certain portions of Scripture that minister to their 

spiritual need, and a new interest in the book is awakened. But 
to the end of their days large portions of it remain unknown or 

unintelligible to them. 
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There are still others who, agreeing with the former in their 

general conception of the Bible, make more use of it and are 
more reasonable in their use of it; and, putting aside difficulties 
with no attempt to solve them, nourish their faith and form their 
characters on its available and obvious spiritual teachings. 
Using a deliberately selective method, they search the Holy 
Scriptures for what they can understand and assimilate, and, 
finding much that serves them, they develop an abiding interest 
in it and love for it. 

There are many such. They constitute the stable element in 
the churches. Many of them retain through life their tradi- 
tional idea of the Bible as a whole, and are fearful or resentful 
toward any teacher who attacks or questions that idea. Too 

closely identifying form with substance, they tremble lest the 
criticism of the letter shall invalidate the spirit. Many of them 
view the development of the "higher criticism" with great 
solicitude and even alarm, unaware that what they suspect as an 

enemy is really a friend to their essential faith. 

Finally, there is a small but steadily increasing number of 
those who, through wise and faithful teaching, are coming out 
into the full liberty of the spirit. These realize at last that, while 
the book of their religion is sacred and invaluable, it is not final 
and absolute, and that the word of God is not definitively shut 

up in it. God is greater than the Bible; Christ is more than the 
New Testament; and the divine Spirit is unlimited by forms and 

scriptures and creeds. 
These, freed from an intellectually hampering and morally 

confusing theory of biblical infallibility, and grasping the divine 
method of development in revelation, find in the study of the 
Bible a constant and growing interest. Mind and heart recon- 
ciled by a fuller and more accurate knowledge of its composition 
and history, and a sounder idea of its character, they rejoice in 
the ever-unfolding treasures of truth and wisdom which this 
wonderful volume contains. 

It is of the greatest importance to the church and to its 
work in the world that the number of these intelligent students 
of the Bible should be increased. We cannot prize this truly 
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divine book too highly, but we should prize it for what it really 
is, and not for some factitious merit and authority which it 
nowhere claims for itself, and which cannot endure the solvent 
of either historical or moral criticism. Nor in calling the book 
divine should we forget that it is thoroughly human, and that, 
with all its communications and intimations of spiritual truth, it 

partakes of the human characteristics of incompleteness and 

imperfection. That a proposition or a narrative is in the Bible 
is not of itself a guaranty that it is true. It may be the true 

expression of someone's belief, but it is not necessarily true for 
us. There is need of a discrimination of moral values even in 

reading the Bible. The failure to use such discrimination some- 
times produces astonishing and even absurd results. For exam- 

ple, the saying, "All that a man hath will he give for his life," 
is sometimes quoted as the word of God, whereas it is from 

Satan, the adversary. A sentence from the speech of Eliphaz 
or Bildad in Job has scarcely the same weight as we should 

naturally ascribe to a statement from the main personage of the 

poem, Job himself; nor should we estimate as of equal value a 

saying of Job's and a saying of Christ's. The Bible contains 

very remarkable reflections of religious thought and experience, 
but the thought and experience are, for the most part, those of 
fallible men; and while some of these reflections may be truth 

of the highest sort, truth that is valid for all time, others of 

them are truth mixed with error, limited by defective knowledge, 
colored by personal feeling, and warped by prejudice. All this 

is particularly true of the Old Testament; yet to some extent 

it is true also of the New Testament. 
But with all the imperfection, from the strictly historical or 

the moral point of view, that we find in the Bible, it is certain, 

also, that we find in it, to an extent which we find nowhere else, 
the truth which makes for righteousness and salvation. What 

Peter said to Jesus all the centuries since have said with deepen- 

ing emphasis: "Lord, to whom shall we go? Thou hast words 

of eternal life." These words we may apply to the sacred 

Scriptures as a whole in a sense which is applicable to no other 

religious writings. 
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